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Abstract
This study explores the experiences of Punjabi (i.e., from the Punjab region in India) 
international undergraduate students (hereafter PS) attending Canadian higher educa-
tion through a case study of a teaching university in British Columbia. The primary focus 
is on unpacking how PS’ experiences were underlined by labor mobility, immigration 
policies, and the marketization of international higher education. To recruit international 
students, many lower-tier Canadian universities apply a business model that relies heav-
ily on agents. The outcome is that educational considerations are not central to admission 
and retention processes. The findings critique the Canadian education-migration model by 
identifying the complicity of Canadian higher education in lower-skill immigration and the 
negative educational and professional outcomes for PS that result from this complicity. The 
study highlights PS’ voices and experiences that can go overlooked in the context of mar-
ket-driven higher education.

Keywords Punjabi international students · International higher education · Marketization · 
Education agents · Education-migration

Introduction

This case study explores international undergraduate Punjabi students’ (i.e., from the 
Punjab region in India; hereafter PS) experiences at Kwantlen Polytechnic University 
(hereafter KPU), a mid-size Canadian teaching university. My main research interest was 
unpacking PS experiences as underpinned by labor mobility, immigration policies, and the 
marketization of international higher education (hereafter HE).

Between 2010 and 2019, Canada saw a 185% increase in international students (hereaf-
ter IS) (Canadian Bureau for International Education [CBIE], 2020), with 60% planning to 
apply for permanent residency (PR) (CBIE, 2020). Since 2015, the proportion of IS from 
India has grown considerably, with 67% growth at the college level (CBIE, 2018). Prior 
to COVID-19, “In colleges, India was the top source of international enrollment in most 
broad program areas” (Frenette et al., 2020, para. 8).
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Key factors underlying this growth include the expedited visa procedures for IS from 
India under the Student Direct Stream (SDS), which provides student visas within 20 
calendar days (Government of Canada, 2019a), expansion of the global HE market, 
Canada’s relatively easy route to immigration post-graduation, and the political climate 
in other countries. England, for example, historically desirable to Indian IS, changed 
student visa requirements to prevent automatic extension to a work visa post-gradua-
tion; this led to a steep decrease in Indian IS (Beech, 2018). Additionally, in Australia, 
an increase in racist incidents toward Indian students made that destination less inviting 
(Baas, 2010).

In the complex context of neoliberal global HE, IS are often seen as “money makers” 
by Canadian universities (Todd, 2019). In the last decade, Canada’s 147 public universi-
ties have increasingly relied on international students, “who pay substantially higher tui-
tion than domestic students,” as a revenue source (Statistics Canada, 2020, para. 6). To 
recruit international students, many Canadian universities rely on agents. The term “edu-
cation agent” refers to an individual or organization offering “education advising services 
to students… in exchange for a fee… and/or a commission” (Coffey & Perry, 2013, p. 
6). Agents facilitate the recruitment process from advertisement to admission, including 
English testing, document procurement, and visa procedures (Collins, 2012). Agents have 
become integral to international HE, “with both universities and students viewing agents 
as gatekeepers to international students and higher education opportunities, respectively” 
(Beech, 2018, p. 611). India has the most agents (30%) used in Canadian HE (Coffe & 
Perry, 2013), many located in “untapped markets” such as Punjab.

While there are studies on Indian IS in Western universities (Baas, 2010; Caluya et al., 
2011; Houshmand et  al., 2014), PS as a distinct (yet not homogenous) sub-category of 
Indian IS are under studied (Marom, 2021). Many PS come from social strata that until 
recently did not attend HE (Government of Punjab, 2020; Kahlon, 2021). The Punjab 
region, although only 1.5% of India’s geographic area, grows 1/4–1/3 of India’s essential 
crops: Punjab’s agriculture is “a driving force in the state” (Government of Punjab, 2020, p. 
5). However, the instability of the agriculture sector contributes to increased diasporic ten-
dencies among young Punjabis from farming families, who are “migrating abroad in search 
of employment opportunities” (Government of Punjab, 2020, p. 25). Other key push–pull 
factors (Mazzarol & Geoffrey, 2002) triggering PS’ international aspirations include high 
unemployment rates among the educated and skilled workforce in Punjab and limited 
avenues for youth to move from farming to non-farming jobs. Recent surveys of Punjab 
highlight that “more and more farmers (especially small and marginal farmers) have been 
selling their lands to fund the migration of their children abroad” (Government of Punjab, 
2020, p. 25). Punjab’s drug crisis is another factor contributing to the large efflux of PS to 
Canada. The Chief Minister of Punjab claimed that “If Punjab is made a drug-free state, 
then there will be no need for parents to send their children abroad” (cited in the Hindustan 
Times, 2018, para. 3). An article in The Hindu agreed that

The two serious issues of drugs and mass emigration are not unrelated. The drug 
menace in the state is a grim reality, especially in rural areas. Parents, worried about 
losing their young sons to drugs, are left with no choice but to send them away. 
(Mehra, 2019, para. 4)

Socio-economic problems and the hope for a better life drive many PS to seek edu-
cation-migration—the process of recruitment and retention that morphs IS into immi-
grants. Like other IS on the education-migration nexus (Robertson, 2013), PS often find 
themselves subjected to deficit terminology at host universities, constructed as students of 
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“lesser quality,” and as merely aspiring immigrants rather than “real students” (Baas, 2010; 
Birrell, 2005; Caluya et al., 2011; Sidhu, 2005, 2006).

Drawing on Sheller’s (2018, 2019) frame of mobility justice that highlights issues of 
power and inequality underlying the governance and control of movement, I explore the 
mobility of PS from a rural periphery in the Global South to the Global North through the 
funnel of HE. This study demonstrates injustices in the education-migration nexus on mul-
tiple levels (Brunner, 2022 in press). On the individual scale, it explores PS experiences at 
a lower-tier Canadian university. On the institutional scale, it demonstrates the complicity 
of Canadian HE in market-driven recruitment and admission processes. On the national 
scale, it examines HE as a component of the Canadian labor migration industry (Haynes, 
2017; Trilokekar & El Masri, 2019). Finally, on the global scale, this study reveals the 
uneven distribution of power in the global arena that drives PS from underprivileged back-
grounds to seek mobility through Western education, often at a high personal and profes-
sional price (Stein & Andreotti, 2016).

Education‑migration and the internationalization of HE

Labor mobility from the Global South to the Global North is rooted in the history of 
colonialism and slavery and entangled in the principles of capitalism and neoliberalism 
(Haynes, 2017). Where world leaders no longer openly condone the forced movement of 
people, subtler forms of exploitative mobility have emerged. Education-migration, under 
the umbrella of the internationalization of HE, is one such example.

While internationalization has academic, social, political, and economic agendas (de 
Wit, 2002; Harman, 2004; Knight, 2003), the neoliberal shift of the 1970s toward a global 
knowledge economy plays a key role (Weis & Dolby, 2011, 2012). Grubb and Lazerson 
(2009) call this shift the “educational gospel”—the belief that education drives economic 
development and establishes the foundation for knowledge-based economies with large 
populations of skilled workers. The neoliberal shift in education shrunk government fund-
ing and constructed global universities as competitors, with an eye to increase revenues 
through expansion into international markets (Harvey, 2005; Olssen & Peters, 2005). This 
agenda signalled another shift, “from aid to trade” (Harman, 2004): from providing edu-
cation to students in developing countries as a public good to recruiting IS as a revenue 
stream (Connell, 2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001, 2002).

International education has become a profitable export industry for many Western coun-
tries (Naidoo, 2010; Zheng, 2014), increasingly constructed as an easy route to migration 
(Cranston et al., 2018). Undergraduate IS who pay full tuition, in particular, have become 
the target of “a global migration industry in higher education” (Beech, 2018, p. 611), 
resulting in many IS gaining access to lower-tier universities and programs (Altbach et al., 
2010; Marginson, 2004; Thomas & Bell, 2008). However, the prospects of these students 
in the global economy have not necessarily improved (Gamoran, 2008). In fact, critics 
argue that the internationalization of education has led to growing global inequity (Brown 
& Lauder, 2006; Brown et al., 2011), where IS function as the “products” of education-
migration (Robertson, 2013), earning low-tier university credentials that put them on the 
path to low-skilled job migration (Haynes, 2017).

This is the case in Canada. The last two decades has seen a decline in Canada’s popula-
tion growth and its educated labor force (World Bank, 2021), leading it to look to educated 
immigrants as a source of both population and economic growth. Historically opposed to 
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the conflation of education and immigration, Canada has come to embrace it (Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada [IRCC] 2020, 2021). This is indicated in the creation of 
the 2015 “express entry” PR category, which “manages applications for permanent resi-
dence from skilled workers” (Government of Canada, 2020), and which replaced the “first 
come first served” system. Constructed initially as a pool of temporary foreign workers 
(TFWs), IS have evolved to represent “ideal immigrants,” while Canada’s IS policies have 
become “synonymous with immigration policy” (Trilokekar & El Masri, 2019, p. 47).

Income generation is another key goal of internationalization in HE (Knight, 2003). In 
2018, IS “spent an estimated $21.6 billion on tuition, accommodation and other expenses” 
(Government of Canada, 2019b, p. 2). With public funding on the decline, Canadian uni-
versities have been pushed to generate revenue (CUPE, 2018). Recruiting IS, seen as “cash 
cows” that pay higher tuition fees (Scott et al., 2015), is an easy way to achieve this. In 
2020/21, international undergraduates paid on average close to five times the annual tuition 
of the average domestic student ($32,041 vs. $6,610), which “accounted for almost $4 bil-
lion in annual revenue for Canadian universities in 2017/2018” (Statistics Canada, 2020, 
para. 7). The CBIE cautions, “financial imperatives must not dictate the internationaliza-
tion agenda” (CBIE, 2014, p. 2), yet many universities, KPU included, are increasingly 
dependent on international tuition fees and, thus, are active participants in the education-
migration pipeline.

Methodology and data sources

KPU is a mid-size polytechnic university located in BC that serves approximately 20,000 
students annually. It is the only polytechnic university in BC, as captured in its tagline, 
“where thought meets action.” KPU is an “open access” university, which means that 
admission is based on English proficiency and a high school diploma. The influx of IS 
challenges KPU’s open access policy because of the incompatibility of report cards from 
non-Western school systems with Canadian ones. As a result, with IS admission, the great-
est weight rests on English exams such as the IELTS. Punjabi native speakers’ scores sit 
near the bottom of the IELTS ranking (IELTS, 2019).

As of fall 2017, KPU has seen a dramatic increase of 174% in international student 
enrollment, mainly from India (Shan et al., 2019, p. 2). In the 2019 fall term, 25% of KPU’s 
student body was composed of IS (from 11% in 2015). Fifty-eight percent of IS self-iden-
tify as first generation to attend university, and 96% self-identify as “visible minorities” 
(KPU, 2017). The most prominent country of origin for IS at KPU is India (80%), followed 
by China (13%). While Punjabi Sikh are a minority in India (less than 2% according to the 
2011 census), they constitute the majority of IS at KPU at 60% (KPU, 2020b).

KPU is particularly appealing to PS because of its low tuition fees relative to other uni-
versities. It is also the only teaching university with a main campus in Surrey, home to the 
largest Punjabi community in BC (Statistics Canada, 2016), where PS can easily access 
ethnic food and places of worship. KPU’s popularity has increased through social net-
working as PS recommend the university to friends and relatives back home (Beech, 2015; 
Marom, 2021).

This project was designed as a case study focusing on the experiences of PS at KPU 
(Hamel, 1992; Yin, 2009). The main source of data was qualitative, semi-structured inter-
views (Kvale, 1996; Seidman, 2005). I used purposive sampling (Etikan et  al., 2016), 
targeting KPU students who identified as PS. Recruitment advertisements were posted at 
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KPU, and information was sent to students in all faculties. I conducted 16 interviews with 
PS that were focused on topics such as enrollment processes, experiences and challenges at 
KPU, and personal and work experiences off campus.

The PS participants were between the ages of 19 and 21 and had arrived in Canada 
within the last three years. All but two were Sikh (practicing to different degrees), and all 
were first generation to attend university in Canada. Most PS came from a farming back-
ground and grew up in villages or small towns. All participants worked while studying and 
were financially supported (to various degrees) by their families in India (see Table 1 for 
PS details).

I also interviewed two faculty members with extensive experience teaching international 
students and five administrators in roles related to international education and IS. My goal 
in these interviews was to unpack the wider institutional mechanisms framing PS expe-
riences. To protect their anonymity, I use pseudonyms for PS and titles for faculty and 
administrators.

Beyond the interviews, I examined provincial and federal policies regarding HE, labor, 
and immigration, as well as KPU’s strategic plans, policies, and senate documents related 
to IS. In addition, I compared my data with data from qualitative surveys of IS undertaken 
by KPU (2017) and the World Sikh Organization in Canada (Baughan & Minhas, 2018). 
These sources were juxtaposed with PS experiences and used as a form of triangulation.

Findings

Agents as gatekeepers to higher education

Facing continuous budget cuts, Canadian universities and colleges saw the eligibility of 
Indian students for the Student Direct Stream (SDS) visa as an opportunity to increase 
revenues. In an interview in The Runner, KPU’s student newsletter, the former provost 
acknowledged, “[it] has turned into an aggressive market” (cited in Keller, 2018, para. 8). 
KPU facilitated a sharp increase in PS admission, often at the expense of the quality of ser-
vice these students received. An administrator shared,

We were given a target: “You need to double our international students in 12 months.” 
All we worked on was to expand and expand and recruit more students. But we are reach-
ing the point right now to say, “Okay, we have enough agents. We really need to control 
the quality of them,” because more and more, students showed up here in Canada and got 
so lost. They’re in the wrong classes, they got the wrong information, they paid the wrong 
amount of money.

Lower-tier universities, unlike “super-league” institutions (Marginson, 2009, 2016), 
rely on recruitment agents to boost their global reputation (Coffey & Perry, 2013). KPU 
currently works with approximately 50 agents, many of whom operate in the Punjab area. 
Manpreet explained that “in Punjab, there are so many agents. Within 2–3 kms you can 
find every different agent.” Similarly, Punjab has an estimated 5000 + IELTS centers, the 
vast majority unregulated (Roy, 2019). The desire to come to Canada is so great that pop 
culture references IELTS and agents (Kahlon, 2021).

PS heavily rely on agents in the admission process; all the PS in this study used such 
services. Pravinder shared her rationale: “I don’t have much knowledge about…the whole 
process, and it was my first time. No one in my family has done this… So, instead of taking 
risks, I went to an agent.” Gagandeep felt similarly reassured by agents’ expertise:
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I used an agent because I have heard about some people who did their process on 
their own, and…the applications got rejected because they missed something… Back in 
India, it’s considered best if you hire an agent so he could do good work for you.

In some non-Western cultures, there is a preference for mediation in important deci-
sion-making processes (Bodycott & Lai, 2012). Furthermore, IS from less-affluent back-
grounds often require agents to navigate unfamiliar terrain (Pimpa, 2003) and help them 
“choose a country, institution, credentials, and course of study from a range of mostly 
unfamiliar options” (Coffey & Perry, 2013, p. 2). Most PS have limited knowledge of 
the options for international HE and assume all foreign institutions are quality ones, a 
belief that makes PS easy to manipulate (Kaur & Singh, 2018).

PS families willingly spend vast sums of money on agent services since studying 
abroad is seen as a means to advance their children’s future (Government of Punjab, 
2020); however, information asymmetry underlies the admission process. An adminis-
trator explained:

It turns out that a lot of agents, they’re faking students’ personal emails. They actu-
ally create an email and tell us that it’s the students’ email. So, when we send all these 
communications to students, we thought the students got it, but students would show up 
and say, “I never received the information. I didn’t know the timeline. This is the wrong 
course…” Some agents, they create an email account that looks so similar to a personal 
email account. How would you know it’s not from the students?

Asymmetry in information can lead to cases of fraudulence (Tuxen & Robertson, 2018; 
Xu, 2020), as in the case above, where agents interrupted email correspondence between 
KPU and PS. Such interruptions can negatively impact relationship building between insti-
tutions and prospective students (Gomes & Murphy, 2003).

Since PS consider hiring an agent the safest route to international universities, agents 
have considerable power as gatekeepers of the admission process, which they can abuse. 
While agents can act as “cultural mediators,” bridging the gap between home and host 
countries (Robinson-Pant & Magyar, 2018), educational considerations do not necessar-
ily play a central role in student recruitment (Baas, 2010; Caluya et al., 2011). Many PS 
shared how, in hindsight, agents did not always serve their best interests. Rajiv reflected,

When I think back, it was, for them, a business, so they didn’t give me honest advice…I 
actually trusted them blindly, but that was wrong…because these agents, maybe they have 
some links with KPU… Probably KPU pays them to “give us this many students.”

Indeed, agents have significant control over which universities and programs PS learn 
about. Offerings are often motivated by business considerations, as reflected in many PS 
stories, where they were only introduced to universities and colleges from the second tier 
or below. Prabhjeet shared,

No one was familiar with the process to get into UBC and SFU [research universities in 
BC]. I researched everything about UBC, and I came to know it’s one of the top universi-
ties in Canada. I was like, “I really want to go to that university” … But…I felt that nobody 
could help me with the application process. So, I had to drop that.

Similarly, when Rajdeep inquired about UBC, his agent claimed a transfer between 
institutions would be simple. However, as he shared, “once I contacted UBC after a semes-
ter at KPU, they said…they do not accept transfer students… So, I think that the agents 
were just doing it for their money, like they don’t really care where you go.”

While higher-tier universities did not even appear on agents’ lists, when it came to simi-
larly ranked options, the selection process seemed market driven. Gagandeep shared,

The [agents] said, “Oh, we have one spot left at KPU, so if you want that, we can grab 
that for you.” So, I was really lucky to get this opportunity, I guess… because it depends 
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more on the agent… They’re always like, “We don’t have seats for this, but we have another 
seat. If you want to take the seat, you have to go for this process now.”

Studies identify some benefits of using agents in a regulated and supervised environ-
ment (Collins, 2012; Thieme, 2017). Universities benefit from the agents’ local market 
understanding and their geographic, linguistic, and cultural knowledge while students 
and families benefit from support in the application process and beyond (Dunstan, 2009; 
Robinson-Pant & Magyer, 2018; Tian, 2017). However, as indicated above, numerous 
problems arise when agents work in an unregulated, competitive global context. Problems 
include a lack of transparency, conflicts of interests, “double dipping” for fees, and cases of 
fraudulence (Collins, 2012; Raimo et al., 2014; Tuxen & Robertson, 2018). While agents 
often base academic offerings on business considerations, their advice can have long-last-
ing impacts on PS’ academic trajectories.

The problem with institutional dependence on agents

Many PS received incorrect or misleading information about registration and course selec-
tion. When they arrived at KPU, it was often too late to change their courses, which placed 
them at an immediate academic disadvantage. Paramjit shared, “at the international ori-
entation day there was a rush of international students…trying to talk to an advisor, but 
after the deadline, it’s not worth anything.” Many PS discovered last minute that agents had 
enrolled them in courses without their knowledge. Part of the confusion emerged because, 
within the Indian education system, students enrolled in academic streams (e.g., science, 
commerce, art) are automatically assigned a fixed set of courses. Thus, PS had no reason 
for concern when they were left out of KPU’s registration process. PS also had no way of 
anticipating a mismatch between program prerequisites in India and Canada.

In some cases, registration in the wrong courses had severe implications for PS’ aca-
demic trajectories. Since IS tuition at KPU is three times higher than domestic student tui-
tion, every extra course PS require due to misinformation has significant financial implica-
tions. Sukhamdeep shared, “I was misguided with [my choice of program]. When I came 
to KPU, the advisors told me, ‘Yes, we can shift your program,’ but I already wasted my 
first semester. I wasted $7,000 directly when I came to KPU.” A KPU instructor offered an 
example of the consequences of agents’ registering on PS’ behalf:

A [PS] told me that she wanted to take sciences. That was her dream. The agent told her, 
“No problem. You’ll get into sciences.” But when she came here, she realized she didn’t 
have the math equivalency … She was never told that … They come here and realize they 
must pay more to get the required course.

KPU’s international office is aware of the crucial role agents play in PS’ academic suc-
cess. As an administrator shared,

Whether it’s an agent not being fully trained about KPU’s programs or our requirements, 
or they just simply don’t follow it because of their own kind of purposes—I honestly don’t 
really know where each of the agents is coming from. One thing that I know is that the 
courses the agent helps the students register for in their first semester are crucial for the 
student’s continued education in a Canadian institution.

The international office aims to mitigate problems by vetting agents, providing bet-
ter agent training, and circulating clear information. KPU offers time-limited contracts to 
agents, which they extend based on positive performance or terminate based on a record 
of recurring issues (students can also use “independent agents,” who are not contracted 
by an institution (Xu, 2020)). KPU’s international office also works to establish advance 
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communication channels with IS to ensure students are correctly informed. As an admin-
istrator shared, “the purpose of it is…to have an opportunity to create a communication 
channel on a more one-on-one kind of a format without the agent being involved.”

While institutional changes are a step in the right direction, they cannot eliminate all 
problems that emerge from KPU’s dependence on agents. Providing effective supervision 
across linguistic, cultural, and geographical boundaries is complex (Coffey & Perry, 2013) 
and has become even more so with the emergence of “aggregator recruiters”—compa-
nies that take the role of middlemen between institutions and students, hiring and super-
vising agents en masse. A key player in the Canadian arena is ApplyBoard which, under 
the tagline, “Help us educate the world! We believe that education is a right, not a privi-
lege” (ApplyBoard, 2021, para. 1), offers universities competitive rates coupled with less 
accountability. While the problems embedded in the agent model are striking, KPU, like 
other institutions whose enrollment depends on agents, “may be reluctant to confront agent 
misconduct for fear of having them refer students elsewhere” (Coffey & Perry, 2013, p. 2).

The notion of agents being, in the words of an administrator, “not really [KPU’s] repre-
sentatives – but you know, sort of arms-length representatives in different countries” dis-
torts the academic process. Although the agent model ostensibly maintains a non-selective 
admission process that fits KPU’s profile as an open access institution, it has a detrimental 
impact on PS retention and career advancement.

International students as “cash cows”

The BC provincial government regulates domestic student tuition, ensuring an increase of 
no more than 2% per academic year. International tuition, meanwhile, is unregulated. As a 
result, IS are exposed to unpredictable fluctuations in their tuition fees. An administrator 
explained, “There is no law that restricts us to increase international tuition by any specific 
percentage. So, there’s nothing stopping universities from increasing [it].” Indeed, in 2018, 
KPU, whose lower tuition was a key part of its appeal for many PS, increased international 
tuition by 15% (spread over two years). As a basis for the increase, the senate endorse-
ment statement presented a table comparing KPU’s international tuition to other univer-
sities (KPU, 2018, p. 74). Another rationale behind the increase was IS’ need for more 
institutional services and support. KPU’s former provost told The Runner (Laube, 2018) 
that “paying for services such as academic advising, the multi-faith center, and peer tutor-
ing…puts financial pressure on the university… in particular staffing the learning center 
and the KPU international office, as well as compensating recruiters and agents abroad” 
(para. 24). Notes from the board of governors meeting (KPU, 2018) state that “while year-
over-year international revenues have increased by approximately 70%, agent commission 
fees have increased by over 220%. These fees…are now more than we spend on the inter-
national division itself” (p. 73). While KPU has seen a significant increase in revenues 
from international student tuition, considerable funds go toward maintaining its marketing 
mechanisms.

For many PS, the sudden increase in tuition had a devastating impact. Changes in immi-
gration laws that made it easier for students to gain a post-graduate work permit (PGWP), 
a sub-category of TFW that, under certain conditions, can lead to PR, changed the makeup 
of the IS body (Beech, 2015, 2018). Many PS from non-affluent backgrounds apply to 
Canadian universities with the hope of a better life trajectory for themselves and their fami-
lies, and parents often invest significant resources to send their children to study abroad 
(Baas, 2010; Brooks & Waters, 2011). An administrator explained,
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A lot of people…they don’t really have the money. They have either taken loans, or 
they have sold property there. So, the expectations on a child coming here are very, very 
high. It’s like, “Hey, we’re selling our property. We’re selling our land. We’re sending you 
abroad to study. Make sure you do well.”

PS’ awareness of their families’ sacrifices increases the pressure they feel. Ravneet 
shared, “families put all their savings into this process, so that becomes a kind of pressure, 
a mental pressure, on the child, that he has to settle here on his own.” Pressure increases, 
too, if PS perform poorly academically. As Simran explained, “When I failed the courses, I 
wasn’t able to talk to my parents about that…I had to move to my friend’s house to pay the 
fees.”

PS have limited economic support from their families; most need to work to support 
themselves. The economic pressures impact PS engagement and academic success. An 
instructor shared, “It’s a typical story for PS where they would pull graveyard shifts and 
then go into my morning class.” Since student visas limit IS to a maximum of 20 h of work 
a week (Government of Canada, 2019c), many PS opt to work illegally, which can lead to 
work-based exploitation (Baughan & Minhas, 2018; Hune-Brown, 2021; Marom, 2021).

Wadhwa (2016) differentiates between Indian IS motivated by education/career 
advancement (those focused on institutional reputation, specific programs, etc.) and those 
seeking immigration. The PS in this study belong to the second category as they apply to 
lower-tier universities and non-prestigious programs. Yet this typology must be contextual-
ized within the limited options for mobility available to PS based on their socio-economic 
status, ethnicity, and the specific circumstances of the Punjab region. Enrolling in a lower-
tier university with high market dependency, PS education-migration was underlined by 
education distortions, starting with admission, continuing with program and course selec-
tion, and intensifying with unexpected tuition hikes. PS found themselves in a vulnera-
ble position where their educational trajectory had landed them in an “opportunity trap” 
(Brown et al., 2011, p. 133). With much at stake, PS still had to secure a route to migration.

University as a route to low‑skilled jobs

Canada has recently put regulations in place to limit international recruiters’ ability to 
exploit low-skilled workers (e.g., for agriculture and elderly care) from developing coun-
tries (Agunias, 2013; Barrientos, 2013; Tomlinson, 2019). This has had a ripple effect on 
education-migration, with “study permits… [becoming] the new hot seller for recruiters, 
who can then steer the students to low-skilled jobs with their employer clients” (Tomlin-
son, 2019, para. 23). Since the 2016 inclusion of India in the SDS, study permits have 
become popular with PS as a pathway to Canada. This phenomenon adds to the image of 
PS as immigration seekers rather than “real students” (Baas, 2010; Caluya et al., 2011).

The intertwined nature of education and migration shows itself in PS enrollment pat-
terns. While 77% of domestic students study toward an undergraduate degree, the major-
ity of PS (52%) enroll in two-year diploma programs (KPU, 2020b). Many PS indicated 
that they could not afford four years of international tuition. Academic challenges coupled 
with tuition hikes drove others to downgrade their program of study to a less demanding 
one. Seven of the participants changed their program of study from a specialized one (e.g., 
business or IT) to General Studies. In the graduation roll for the 2019/2020 class, the over-
whelming majority listed under “Diploma in General Studies” are PS (KPU, 2020a). An 
administrator explained this phenomenon:
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It’s an easy way out…that’s what they care about. For General Studies, they can take 
random classes, and they will graduate, which will allow them to get a work permit so they 
can work after graduation. Some say that they will come back once they have immigrated, 
as domestic students, because the difference in tuition is quite substantial. But we never 
know. A lot of them just graduate with General Studies and never come back.

While many PS explained their decision to switch programs in terms of time and mon-
etary constraints, their stories did not carry the deficit overtone of the comment above. 
Many interviewees indicated that they did not apply to KPU with the intention to take a 
general program, but resorted to this option due to their inability to overcome the multi-
ple challenges they encountered along the way. PS named a few reasons for switching to 
General Studies, such as the higher cost of specialized courses (e.g., advanced four-credit 
courses and labs), waitlists for mandatory courses in specific programs, and the fear of 
failing courses which, in addition to having an economic impact, could lead to academic 
probation or expulsion. Internal data reveals that in the 2018/2019 academic year, 21% 
of KPU’s IS were on academic probation (in comparison to 5% of domestic students). As 
Harvir shared,

[In General Studies] I was sure about the courses that I could pass. If I fail a course, I 
will have to pay that 4 × more again, and I would be at a big risk to proceed in this coun-
try… If I don’t get good grades, I won’t even be able to start my life here. It will end before 
it even starts, right?

Some PS who sought academic advising received generic advice on the easiest courses 
for an expeditious graduation. Sukhamdeep shared, “It’s like the academic advisors only 
feel that we are here to get PRs, so they just tell us which way we won’t face difficulties in 
getting PR or a work permit in the future. But they don’t think we even have to complete 
our studies.” Similarly, in a study on IS at lower-tier universities in immigrant-dependent 
countries, Tran and Thao (2016) argued that administrators’ and faculty’s perception of 
students as mere “migration hunters” impacted the academic support they received.

While the Canadian immigration model is globally praised for matching its labor market 
needs with migration trends (OECD, 2019), education-migration is questionable in terms 
of IS’ job prospects (Choi et al., 2021). A report by Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
(CIC) (2015) states that, “While some find skilled work, data indicates that a large propor-
tion of PGWP holders are working in low-skill/low-wage jobs” (p. 9) (in 2019, 54.5% of 
PGWP holders originated from India). Furthermore, Chen and Skuterud (2021) argue that 
IS transitioning to PR “experience disparities in labor market outcomes relative to their 
domestic counterparts graduating from similar academic programs” (p. 126); disparities 
can persist “for as long as 20 years” (p. 126) and are evident in earnings, employment rates, 
and the mismatch between education levels and jobs.

My study similarly suggests that the academic trajectory of PS at lower-tier universi-
ties leads to low-skilled jobs (IRCC, 2018). PS credentials and limited work experience 
hardly put them in a position to “win” in Canada’s competitive “express entry” PR cate-
gory, where they share the applicant pool with PhD graduates and internationally educated 
professionals (Hou et al., 2020). Hence, despite investing considerable money and effort, 
PS often graduate with a diploma that leads to a limited career trajectory. An alternative 
route to PR is through TFW status, particularly via jobs that qualify for the Labour Mar-
ket Impact Assessment (LMIA). LMIA justifies hiring foreign workers where no Canadian 
candidates can be found, often for labor-intensive jobs or jobs in remote locations. LMIA 
policy leads to fraud by “ghost consultants” who charge thousands of dollars for LMIA, 
and by employers who provide IS with LMIA in return for cheap or free labor (Dahmi, 
2021; Kahlon, 2021). The BC government has created a system of reporting LMIA fraud 
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(BC Government, 2021); arguably, this system is “too little too late” to negate the exploita-
tive construction of education-migration, particularly for students in lower-tier universities 
and generalized programs.

Discussion

This study identifies the injustice in education-migration on multiple interconnected levels 
through an examination of “who and what can move (or stay put), when, where, how, under 
what conditions, and with what meanings” (Sheller, 2018, p. 2). On the individual scale, 
PS gain access to Canadian HE but not to universities or accreditation that leads to profes-
sional careers in Canada. Many PS indicated that immigration to Canada was one of their 
goals in studying abroad, yet they also chose KPU because it was a “reputable institution.” 
Misinformation and missing information in the recruitment process coupled with the lim-
ited opportunities they had in Punjab pushed PS abroad, often without full understanding 
of the rough journey ahead.

On the institutional scale, agent manipulations during the admission process and mar-
ket-driven, unregulated tuition fees have long-term repercussions on PS’s education tra-
jectory, yet universities assume little to no responsibility for the future success of these 
graduates. Thus, KPU can be seen as one of many “PR factories” worldwide (Birrell, 2005; 
Sidhu, 2005, 2006), institutions that target students for whom “PR is just as (or even more) 
important than the quality of education received in the end” (Baas, 2010, p. 2). When the 
admission of potential students is mitigated by agents who earn money per-capita, and 
when program choice and course registration are guided by market variables rather than 
educational considerations, KPU no longer operates as an open access polytechnic univer-
sity. KPU’s tagline “where thought meets action” becomes ironic as many PS find them-
selves in programs that lead to low-skilled jobs (Choi et al., 2021).

On the national scale, this study demonstrates the complicity of Canadian HE with the 
migration industry. While education-migration in Canada rests upon the assumption that an 
international education provides a route to both immigration and valuable credentials for 
skilled work (Brunner, 2022 in press), in reality, the PS trajectory skews toward immigra-
tion, often at a high personal and professional cost (Kahlon, 2021). Lastly, on the global 
scale, this study demonstrates how power imbalances between the Global South and the 
Global North, along with the assumed superiority of a Western education, fuel education-
migration (Stein & Andreotti, 2016). Escaping poverty and hardships in their home coun-
try, PS often find themselves trapped in an exploitative system in another (Kahlon, 2021). 
When HE becomes a pipeline for racialized IS to take on low-skilled jobs post-graduation, 
it (re)produces a societal order underpinned by racial and economic hierarchies.

Concluding thoughts

This study demonstrates how the entanglement of Canadian HE with marketization and 
immigration policies impacts both the quality of education and the job prospects of PS 
(Choi et al., 2021). While PS work to advance their limited “mobility capital” (Kaufmann 
et  al., 2004) they become targets for lower-tier Canadian universities whose dependency 
on agents and international tuition makes them complicit in the commodification of HE. 
HE of this kind particularly harms IS from less-affluent backgrounds who require careful 
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guidance. I argue that institutions that admit IS have a responsibility to provide them with 
the conditions and support that allow them to succeed rather than turn HE into yet another 
route to low-skilled migration (Beech, 2018; Choi et al., 2021).

Several recommendations emerged from the data. On the policy level, unregulated inter-
national tuition fees open the door to competition between universities and put PS in a vul-
nerable position; hence, tuition regulation is needed to protect IS. Work restrictions under 
the student visa should also be reconsidered. The rationale behind limiting work hours is 
that students more fully engage in schoolwork, yet the restriction can push students toward 
low-skilled and illegal work. Similarly, the criteria for the PGWP must be revisited as it 
currently motivates institutions to offer low-quality educational programs (CIC, 2015). 
There should also be increased transparency regarding immigration routes, and increased 
enforcement against exploitative hiring and “ghost consulting.” While it is naïve to assume 
that universities will stop using agents, developing robust and compulsory governmental 
and provincial regulations could keep universities accountable and protect students (Coffey 
and Perry, 2013). Agent recruitment and training require close supervision, and alignment 
between agents’ recommendations and academic considerations should be foundational to 
any collaboration.

At the university level, while open access HE is a noble idea, it must align with admis-
sion requirements and a support system that allows IS to succeed academically. IELTS 
results are not a sufficient indication of academic readiness (Bascaramurty et  al., 2021; 
Keung, 2018). Student services play an important role in supporting IS and should be 
offered on a consistent, holistic, and personal basis. This support could help detect signs 
of problems before they lead to academic probation or a change of academic program. Ser-
vices offered by staff of   similar ethnicity and in IS’ first language would also improve 
access (Kahlon, 2021).

PS chose to study in Canada with the hope of a better educational and professional tra-
jectory. Prabhjeet shared,

I want to study, and I want to do something with my life, and I think education is the 
only way I can do it. If I’m not getting a good education back in my hometown, obviously I 
would like to go to some place where I can get a good education.

This study urges Canadian universities to take Prabhjeet and her peers’ hopes for quality 
education seriously.
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